
Progressive Placemaking | Evolving the Space to a Place 

Management is critical because good places are not static. The use of public spaces changes daily, 

weekly, and seasonally. About 80% of the success of any public space can be attributed to its 

management. No matter how good the design of a space is, it will never become a true place 

unless it is cared for well. Given the certainty of change and the fluid nature of the use of a place at different times, the challenge is to 

develop the ability to respond effectively. A good management structure will provide that flexibility. 

Good public spaces don’t happen overnight, and people don’t have all the 

answers at the outset. The key is to provide for flexibility – to grow the space 

by experimenting, evaluating, and incorporating the lessons into the next steps… 

Small-scale, inexpensive improvements can be more effective at drawing people into spaces 

than major, big-buck projects. 

Inexpensive amenities such as landscaping; gardens beds with flowers, shrubs and trees, 

benches, or movable seating and umbrellas, outdoor café tables and chairs, or vending carts are 

relatively inexpensive and can get the ball rolling in creating a well-loved and well-supported public 

place. 

Developing the ability to manage a space effectively is more critical to success than a large 

financial investment.  

Management is the subject of our final principle, “You are never finished,” but it’s worth mentioning 

here that good management — for example, the ability to put out items such as movable furniture 

at a moment’s notice, to host a range of events, or to notice changes in the use of the space and 

to act on them — are all ways that build a place’s success more effectively and cost-effectively 

than just sinking in substantial capital. 

If the community is a partner in the endeavour, people will come forward and naturally draw in 

others.  

The community’s involvement will lead to a sense of ownership that will engender people’s 

support and contributions, which will in turn make a place grow and thrive. Such contributions are 

not necessarily monetary. They may come in the form of donated goods and services or volunteer 

labour, and consequently the cost of the project is diminished relative to the benefits received. 

When the community’s vision is driving a project, success follows. 

Projects perceived by the public as being too expensive often do not become a reality, because 

they have not evolved from a community’s vision. The most successful public space projects tend 

to use an incremental approach in which the place grows little by little; accordingly, people 

become more and more invested as it grows. Once a community backs a project with its voices 

and its hearts, success follows 
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The Key Components to Placemaking 
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Five Essential Elements of a Placemaking Campaign 

1.) Start with a vision—not a plan: If you want to create a great place, you’ll need to 
involve as many people as possible. Your community is full of neighbours with interesting 
ideas and desires for what role local public spaces need to fill, and the resulting space can 
only reach its greatest potential if it can be responsive and useful for the broadest group of 
people. When you’re getting started you’ll need to have a vision of what the specific site 
you’re working to transform could become, but it’s important to remember that a truly 
inclusive Placemaking process might take things in a different direction than you had 
originally planned. Developing a flexible vision is an important first step. 

2.) Use tools that help people find their voice: If architecture is frozen music, then urban 
planning is composition, and Placemaking is improvisational street performance. Many 
people intuitively understand when a public space is or isn’t working, but decades of top-
down planning have left them feeling dis-empowered, and inclined to leave the work of city-
making to the professionals. Simple, straightforward tools like the Power of 10evaluation, or 
the Place Audit, validate observational and learned knowledge, and encourage participation 
from people who don’t know the first thing about curb cuts or FAR. That’s not to say that 
planners’ input isn’t important; just that it is no more or less important than input from the 
people who are intended to use a space that’s being planned. To achieve the best 
outcomes, they have to be able to talk to each other. 

3.) Remember to stretch: If you want to get the best results, you’re going to have to reach 
out in new directions to get people to show up and speak up when you conduct workshops 
and ask for community input. Successful Placemaking requires the forging of unlikely 
partnerships; if you try to work with the same groups that you’ve always worked with, you’ll 
keep getting the same results. If a place isn’t already great, you limit its potential by sticking 
to your mailing list. Trying new tactics is important to the outreach strategy around a 
Placemaking process. Digital tools are one great way to reach a wider audience; using 
something like the PlaceMap platform gives you a way to reach out to younger and more 
technologically-savvy folks. 

4.) Embrace debate: If you’re doing things right, the process will be a bit messy. People are 
going to disagree about how public space should be used. Public life is all about debate, and 
our public spaces are concrete compromises that, at their best, reinforce the respect that 
neighbours have for each other in a strong community. When limited space is available, 
compromise is necessary. The Placemaking process facilitates debate so that people can 
identify impediments to success, and work together to find common ground. The discussion 
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that happens also serves as a “team-building” style exercise for the community, building 
social capital and strengthening local connections. 

5.) Teach through action: Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper interventions in public spaces allow 
you to get the ball rolling and generate interest in your long-term Placemaking goals. People 
often forget that underused or vacant spaces are even there, as they recede into the 
background of daily routines. If you want to turn a parking lot into a plaza, you have to 
change the way that people think about it before you can even start developing a real plan 
for action. Just doing some events or quick interventions (think PARKing Day) to change 
perceptions can shake neighbours out of their complacency, and help you rack up some 
quick wins to build support for larger changes. 

http://www.pps.org/reference/lighter-quicker-cheaper-2-2/
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THE COMMUNITY IS THE EXPERT 
To create any successful place, it is essential to find a way to uncover and incorporate 

people’s talents. Tapping into the ideas and talents of a community – inviting into the 

process the people who have an interest or stake in a particular place, such as those who live 

or work there — is crucial in deciding what will be done to develop or improve a place.  

These people know, from experience, provide perspective and valuable insights into how an 

area functions; overall, and have a unique understanding of the issues that are important. 

The sooner the community becomes involved in the planning for a public space, the better; 

it is ideal that they join before any work has been done. They also should be encouraged to 

stay involved throughout the improvement effort so that they become owners or stewards of 

the place as it evolves. 

YOU ARE CREATING A PLACE, NOT JUST A DESIGN 
When people describe a place they enjoy, they use words like “safe,” “fun,” “beautiful,” and 

“welcoming.” These words describe the intangible qualities of a true place — the kind of place 

people talk about and return to over and over. Yet these “intangible” qualities can be 

measured quantitatively in a variety of ways, such as by using statistics or conducting 

research. Creating a place entails a broader view that goes beyond design; a successful public 

space possesses four key attributes: accessibility, activities, comfort, and sociability. These 

attributes depend on effective management and require the involvement of many different 

disciplines and interests. 

• Conduct a Place Performance Evaluation with the community

o Observe the place

o Talk with people who use the place about their ideas

o Identify issues

o Identify opportunities for changes that could be made in the short term
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• Define the community. List all the client and tenant agencies in the buildings, as well

as the public agencies that have jurisdiction over sites on or adjacent to the property (e.g.

transit agencies, Departments of Public Works, Departments of Parks, et al.). Include

agencies in neighbouring Federal properties, plus neighbouring businesses, institutions,

and residents.

• Survey tenants and client agencies about what they would like to see take place in

the public spaces inside and outside of the building. Include uses, activities, amenities,

and programming.

• Identify those issues of highest importance to the tenants, client agencies, and

others defined as the community.

• Develop methods for expressing the mission of the particular federal agency to its

constituencies and general public.

• Share this information with the project architects and designers to help shape

the design program and agenda.

Partners & Relationships 
• Identify the Stakeholders. Stakeholders include a wide audience of people and

organizations who may have a “stake” in the project.

• Identify assets of the stakeholders as well as skills that could be brought to the

project.

Engagement & Observation 
• Convene a workshop of stakeholders, tenants, and client agencies and do the

Place Performance Evaluation Game, emphasizing the importance of looking at the

existing area and what’s going on there.

• Survey people who are using the space. Ask them to rate its attractiveness, use,

sociability and connections to other areas.

Develop a Vision 
• Identify and convene the stakeholders to discuss the broader, long-term

goals of each stakeholder and the township/space/place at large.

• Brainstorm areas of overlapping goals and opportunities for cooperation.

• Identify issues that need to be resolved, keeping in mind the larger, long-term

goals of the collective effort.

• Help people to imagine what the space could become and the activities that

could go on there by asking them to think about other places they have been to and

enjoyed; talking about the activities that occur in those places and the physical elements
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that support them; and showing pictures of successful spaces (and even unsuccessful 

ones). 

Documentation, Data Collection & Evaluation 
• Survey users and/or future users of the space about their needs and preferences.

These may include your building tenants/employees, as well as the adjacent community.

• Conduct the Public Space Evaluation to determine what is working currently and

what needs to be improved. The Evaluation gives designers direction in terms of what

issues to address both in the short-term and long run.

• Develop a diagram of the functions that are to occur in the space and describe with as

much information as possible.

• Locate the functions onto a plan of the site.

• Outline triangulation opportunities on a plan of the site. Consider the location of

various uses and activities that could be compatible and potentially work together.

• List the potential partners that could be brought into the process in order that the

triangulation might be possible.
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Great public spaces are those places where celebrations are held, social and economic 

exchanges occur, friends run into each other, and cultures mix. They are the “front porches” 

of our public institutions – libraries, field houses, schools – where we interact with each 

other and government. When theses spaces work well, they serve as the stage for our public 

lives. 

Public spaces to be successful generally share the following four qualities:  

they are accessible; people are engaged in activities there; the space is comfortable and 

has a good image; and finally, it is a sociable place: one where people meet each other and 

take people when they come to visit.  

ACCESS & LINKAGES 

You can judge the accessibility of a place by its connections to its surroundings, both visual 

and physical. A successful public space is easy to get to and get through; it is visible both 

from a distance and up close. The edges of a space are important as well: For instance, a 

row of shops along a street is more interesting and generally safer to walk by than a blank 

wall or empty lot. Accessible spaces have a high parking turnover and, ideally, are 

convenient to public transit. 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER ON ACCESS & LINKAGES: 

• Can you see the space from a distance? Is its interior visible from the outside?

• Is there a good connection between the space and the adjacent built/land form, or is it

surrounded by a blank and boring canvas? Do occupants of adjacent buildings use the

space?

• Can people easily walk to the place? Do pathways lead to and from the adjacent areas?

• Do the roads and paths through the space take people where they actually want to go?

• Does the space function for people with special needs?

• Can people use a variety of transportation options – bus train, car, bicycle, etc. – to reach

the place? Are transit stops conveniently located next to destinations?

COMFORT & IMAGE 

Whether a space is comfortable and presents itself well – has a good image – is key 
to its success. Comfort includes perceptions about safety, cleanliness, and the 
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availability of places to sit – the importance of giving people the choice to sit where 
they want is generally underestimated. 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER ON COMFORT & IMAGE: 

• Does the place make a good first impression?

• Is there diversity in members of the community using the place?

• Are there enough places to sit? Are seats conveniently located? Do people have is a choice

of places to sit, either in the sun or shade?

• Are spaces are clean and free of litter? Who is responsible for maintenance? What do they

do? When?

• Does the area feel safe?

• Are people taking pictures? Are there many photo opportunities available?

• Do vehicles dominate pedestrian use of the space, or prevent them from easily getting to

the space?

USES & ACTIVITIES 
Activities are the basic building blocks of a place. Having something to do gives people a 

reason to come to a place – and return. When there is nothing to do, a space will be empty 

and that generally means that something is wrong. 

PRINCIPLES TO KEEP IN MIND IN EVALUATING THE USES AND ACTIVITIES 
OF A PLACE: 

The more activities that are going and that people have an opportunity to participate in, the 

better. 

• There is a good balance between men, women, children, elderly.

• People of different ages are using the space (retired people and people with young

children can use a space during the day when others are working).

• The space is used throughout the day.



What Makes a SUCCESSFUL Place? 

1 0  of  12

• A space that is used by both singles and people in groups is better than one that is just

used by people alone because it means that there are places for people to sit with friends,

there is more socializing, and it is more fun.

• The ultimate determinant of a place’s success is how well it is managed.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER ON USES & ACTIVITIES: 

• Are people using the space or is it empty?

• Is it used by people of different ages?

• Are people in groups?

• How many different types of activities are occurring – people walking, eating, playing,

relaxing, reading?

• Which parts of the space are used and which are not?

• Are there choices of things to do?

• Is there a management presence, or can you identify anyone is in charge of the space?

SOCIABILITY 
This is a difficult quality for a place to achieve, but once attained it becomes an 

unmistakable feature. When people see friends, meet and greet their neighbours, and feel 

comfortable interacting with strangers, they tend to feel a stronger sense of place or 

attachment to their community – and to the place that fosters these types of social 

activities. 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER ON SOCIABILITY: 

• Is this a place where you would choose to meet your friends? Are others meeting friends

here or running into them?

• Are people in groups? Are they talking with one another?

• Do people seem to know each other by face or by name?
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• Do people bring their friends and relatives to see the place or do they point to one of its

features with pride?

• Are people smiling? Do people make eye contact with each other?

• Do people use the place regularly and by choice?

• Does a mix of ages and ethnic groups that generally reflect the community at large?

• Do people tend to pick up litter when they see it?
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